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Abstract
Due to the level of support needed to become successful, students with
moderate to severe disabilities may be placed in a center-based program separate
from their typically developed peers. In this placement, students with disabilities, who
often have deficits in the areas of communication and social interaction, have little to
no access to their peers without disabilities. Therefore, developing and implementing
a program that encourages both access to same-age peers and opportunities to
improve social interaction skills would be ideal. One of the best ways to provide
strategies for these opportunities is through peer-mediated instruction, specifically
peer mentorship. The goals are to educate teachers, staff, and families regarding the
benefits of peer interactions between students with and without disabilities and to
develop a peer mentoring program for students at a center-based school and their
peers throughout the local school district to participate in non-academic tasks and
activities together. Research suggests participation in such a program would spark
new relationships, skills, and personal growth; provide change in structure and
opportunities for inclusion; and increase a sense of community and belonging.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Problem Statement
Staff and school administration often lack the skills or resources necessary to
provide educational equity for neurodiverse students, specifically those with ASD
(autism spectrum disorder). The qualifying diagnostic criteria for someone with ASD
includes deficits in communication and socialization (Safer-Lichtenstein & McIntyre,
2020). Students with disabilities participate in school settings which are the least
restrictive environment possible, as stated under the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA). Educational placements range from inclusive practices in
general education classrooms to special self-contained separate schools and facilities.
It would be ideal for students with disabilities to participate with their neurotypical,
same-aged peers and be provided appropriate supports in their deficit areas; however,
challenges related to social problems and/or emotional regulations adversely impact
the educational setting for students with ASD and other developmental disabilities
(Watkins et al., 2015; Hu et al., 2021).
When these deficits create barriers for communicating wants and needs or
communicating with others, it may result in acting out behavior or physical
aggression by the student. Mazurek et al. (2013) provided a survey to parents of
adolescents with ASD, and results showed 53% of those adolescents exhibited
aggressive behaviors. Aggressive behaviors in the school setting may result in unsafe
learning environments, time taken away from academic instruction, and the creation
of negative peer and adult relationships (Loveland et al., 2007). As a result, students
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with more moderate to severe disabilities are placed in more restrictive learning
environments as opposed to addressing these challenges in an inclusive setting
(Merry, 2020). Instruction and supports in social interactions and emotions, such as
participating in peer mentorships, are ways educational professionals can take a
proactive approach to addressing the needs of students with disabilities with deficits
in these areas.
Significance of Problem
Under IDEA, as explained by Kurth, Morningstar, and Kozleski (2014), states
are required to report the rates at which students with disabilities participate in the
general education setting (80% or more of the school day in a regular classroom, 4079% of the school day in a regular classroom, under 40% of the school day in a
regular classroom, or educated in a separate school, residential facility, or
homebound/hospital placement). “As of 2011, more than 211,000 students were
educated in the most restrictive settings throughout the United States” (Kurth,
Morningstar, & Kozleski, 2014, p. 235) and 98.4% of those students were educated in
separate school environments such as an intermediate school district (ISD).
Research suggests that students who require more restrictive environments
benefit from more intensive, specialized programming with more supports and
smaller class sizes (Kurth, Morningstar, & Kozleski, 2014). Even though students
with moderate to severe disabilities in one classroom allow for more individualized
attention from staff, they share no experiences with their neurotypical peers. In a
separate school setting, students with disabilities model behaviors from each other
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with little to no understanding of acceptable social cues and/or behavior. Social
interactions become increasingly complex and deficits in social communication
become greater as students age, leading to possible isolation, peer rejection (Smith,
Prendeville, & Kinsella, 2018; Symes & Humphrey, 2010), and lower levels of
friendship satisfaction (Bauminger & Kasari, 2000).
Not only do social deficits impact students’ school relationships, but also
affects their adult lives and employability (Richardson et al., 2019). The inability to
read or attend to nonverbal cues and the inability to easily view situations from
someone else’s perspective makes these situations even more difficult for students
with ASD (Sulaimani & Gut, 2019). Fisher and colleagues (2019) address barriers
related to community participation as students with disabilities grow into young
adults. They suggest negative attitudes and bias of community members towards
individuals with disabilities negatively impact their willingness and desires to
participate in the community. These activities meant to promote social interactions
now often lead to stigmatization and discrimination.
Neurotypical students are more likely to participate in peer mentoring
programs if they have had previous contact with, knowledge of, and positive attitudes
towards individuals with disabilities (Carter et al., 2001). As an example, the author
has personally experienced more than one guest who volunteered in special education
classrooms who were siblings of current students. Many students attending general
education schools rarely get exposure to students with moderate to severe disabilities
that attend separate special education schools. If students without disabilities have
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limited contact with students with moderate to severe disabilities, they may be less
willing to participate in social activities with them (Carter et al., 2001). According to
Siperstein, Parker, Bardon, and Widaman (2007), only 60% of students surveyed
would sit with a student with disabilities during free time or lunch. According to the
same research, students with and without disabilities were even less likely to
participate together in academic tasks. Reyes, Factor, and Scarpa (2020) suggest that
children with ASD who have enhanced social skills may have more opportunities to
practice social-emotional skills, engage more frequently with their peers, and more
effectively manage their own emotions.
Background
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) enforces the rights for
those with disabilities to participate and contribute to society. It emphasizes “the
importance of high expectations for all students, to ensure their access to the general
education curriculum and classroom to the maximum extent possible” (Malone,
Fodor, & Hollingshead, 2019, p. 1).
According to the U.S. Department of Education (2000), students with
disabilities who spent 80% or more of their school day in general education
classrooms rose from 31% of all students with disabilities (during the 1988-1989
school year) to 47% ten years later (1998-1999 school year). For more recent data,
according to The Condition of Education 2021 report by the National Center for
Educational Statistics (2021), students with disabilities who are placed in general
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education settings for 80% or more of their school day increased to 65% for the 20192020 school year.
This push for more inclusive settings was initiated with the popular court case
Brown v Board of Education (1954), when it addressed “all people, regardless of race,
gender, or disability, have a right to a public education” (Esteves & Rao, 2008, p. 1).
Even though it was encouraged, the participation of students with disabilities in the
general education setting was optional until legislation was established some decades
later. The historical timeline continued with the passage of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (1965), which provided schools with federal money. Then
in 1973, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act ensured that individuals with
disabilities were not excluded or denied participation in programs receiving federal
financial assistance. This was then followed by the Americans with Disabilities Act
(1990) requiring the same compliance for programs not receiving federal aid (Esteves
& Rao, 2008).
Under President Gerald Ford, the Education for All Handicapped Children
Act (1975) was put into place which first introduced the concept of least restrictive
environment (LRE) for students with disabilities. According to Esteves and Rao
(2008), this addressed the access to educational programs for students with
disabilities by ensuring entry to general education classrooms. The act was then
amended and renamed the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in
1990, when it addressed the degree of educational opportunities for students with
disabilities by establishing higher expectations for this population. Once again, IDEA
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was revised in 2004 and brought alongside it the legislation of No Child Left Behind
(NCLB), which ensured “highly qualified” teachers for all students.
According to the current rules and regulations of IDEA, students are to
participate, to the maximum extent possible, with their non-disabled peers in the
general education setting. However, sometimes students, even with appropriate
supports, do not receive an individualized, quality education and a more restrictive
environment may be considered. According to Section 300.114(a) of the regulations
of LRE under IDEA (U.S. Department of Education, 2017), each public agency must
ensure the following:
(i) To the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities, including
children in public or private institutions or other care facilities, are educated
with children who are nondisabled; and (ii) Special classes, separate
schooling, or other removal of children with disabilities from the regular
educational environment occurs only if the nature or severity of the disability
is such that education in regular classes with the use of supplementary aids
and services cannot be achieved satisfactorily. (para. 2)
State regulations and compliance documents review data on educational
settings and offer local school districts guidance as it relates to placements and
participation of students with disabilities in any educational setting, including those
which are most restrictive (if available). Local school districts develop these guidance
documents to help individual education plan (IEP) team members make
individualized decisions when ensuring the most appropriate educational placements
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of students with disabilities (National Council on Disability [NCD], 2018).
Additionally, Alquraini (2013) suggests that students should not be refused
appropriate placement based solely on their type of disability, but by their specific
needs, educational goals, and the comparison of benefits across educational settings.
Smith, Prendeville, and Kinsella (2018) suggest there are factors related to the
student, teacher, and environment that produce potential barriers when considering
inclusion for students with disabilities. As the inclusion of students with impairments
continue to increase in the mainstream classroom, so do persistent behavioral issues
and the need for more behavioral supports. “As more students with difficulties are
served in the general education environment, administrators and teachers do not have
a good understanding of how to modify interventions and supports to make them
more suitable for them” (Puckett, Mathur, & Zamora, 2017, pp. 25-26). According to
Avaramidis and Norwich (2002), teachers’ beliefs and attitudes play an important role
in successful inclusion practices. The need for additional physical and human
supports by students with disabilities in general education settings impact teachers’
willingness to participate in inclusive practices.
Simply placing students with disabilities in a general education classroom, or
within proximity of neurotypical peers in common areas, does not ensure that social
interactions take place (Camargo et al., 2016; Owen-DeShryver et al., 2008; Smith et
al., 2018). Martinez and colleagues (2021) agree with this by adding that social
difficulties of students with ASD may “interfere with their ability to engage in
positive peer interactions” in the school setting (p. 217). Therefore, appropriate social
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skills instruction needs to be developed to promote social relations between students
with and without disabilities. Interactions between students with disabilities and their
peers can result in mutually positive social outcomes (Carter et al., 2001).
There are instances where students’ needs do require supports that only
center-based schools can provide. “The difference in what students with severe
disabilities need to learn and the intensity of instructional interventions necessary to
ensure an appropriate education” are reasons they are not being placed in settings
with their neurotypical peers (Kauffman, Travers, & Badar, 2020, p 29).
An analysis completed by Carter et al. (2016) discussing a variety of
behavior-based interventions and their impact on students with ASD in general
education classrooms and their results suggest that neurotypical peers can become a
natural form of reinforcement and/or appropriate models for students with disabilities
in the general education setting. One model for this is peer-mediated instruction, more
specifically, peer mentoring.
Purpose
The purpose of this project is to identify how social and emotional deficits
impact educational placement and how more restrictive placements impact the
implementation of peer-mediated best practices. This project is unique as there is a lot
of research around peer mentoring, inclusion, and social skills curriculum; but there is
less research around the challenges that students with disabilities face when they are
placed in the most restrictive environments and access to this type of best practice
becomes challenging to execute. The project is geared towards special education
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staff, especially for those teaching at center-based programs such as a county
intermediate school district, and general education teachers in the surrounding
district. This project is meant to provide information about the benefits of a type of
peer-mediated support, peer mentoring, and start a pilot peer mentoring program at a
center-based school in West Michigan where 100% of the students have special needs
and do not currently have any access to their neurotypical peers.
Objectives
The goals of the project include educating teachers, staff, and families
regarding the benefits of peer interactions between students with and without
disabilities and developing a program that encourages opportunities for students with
mixed abilities to participate in non-academic tasks together. A PowerPoint
presentation will be given to school staff as a professional development opportunity
and an informational brochure will be developed and available for families addressing
the following objectives:
● Address the need for students with moderate to severe disabilities at the
center-based school to have access to their same-aged, neurotypical peers and
address the benefits this will bring for all programs, not just for students with
disabilities.
● Propose the development of a peer program for students at the center-based
school with local elementary, secondary, and postsecondary schools.
● Survey staff to inquire about their willingness to get involved/participate in
the peer mentoring program.

11

The success of the program will likely be determined by the influence and
support of the school staff, in both settings. Malone, Fodor, and Hollingshead (2019)
suggest, also, “the initial training and set up of peer tutoring programs can require
extensive time for training and creating materials that match content and/or support
desired in-class behaviors” (p. 8).
Key Terms
Autism spectrum disorder (ASD): A developmental disability caused by differences
in the brain. Someone with ASD may behave, communicate, interact, and learn in
ways that are different from most people. They include deficits in social
communication and interaction, and restricted or repetitive behaviors or interests
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2021).
Developmental disabilities: “A group of conditions due to an impairment in
physical, learning, language, or behavior areas. These conditions begin during the
developmental period, may impact day-to-day functioning, and usually last
throughout a person’s lifetime” (CDC, 2021)
Inclusion: “Full time membership in a general education classroom” (Foreman,
Arthur-Kelly, & Pascoe, 2004, p. 183). “Restructuring of mainstream schooling that
every school can accommodate every child irrespective of disability and ensures that
all learners belong to a community” (Avaramidis & Norwich, 2002, p. 131).
Least restrictive environment (LRE): “The concept that students with disabilities
should be educated with typically developing students in general education classes to
the greatest extent possible” (Alquranini, 2013, para. 13).
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Mentor: “One-on-one interaction between individuals” (Smith, Prendeville, &
Williams, 2018, p. 922).
Peer: According to www.merriam-webster.com (2020), the definition is “one
belonging to the same societal group especially based on age, grade, or status”.
Peer-mediated instruction (PMI): “Interventions in which researchers or
practitioners systematically teach typically developing peers how to engage children
with ASD in positive social interactions to help children with ASD acquire new and
appropriate social skills” (Martinez et al., 2021). PMI can include peer modeling, peer
initiation training, direct training for target student and peer, peer networks, and peer
supports (mentors) (Sam & AFIRM [Autism Focused Intervention Resources &
Modules] Team, 2015).
Peer mentoring (also peer tutoring, Peer-to-peer): Peer-based instructional
learning that focuses on using “typical classmates to improve behaviors of students
with ASD” and include activities such as sharing, suggested play, providing
assistance, modeling, and participating in reciprocal conversations and turn-taking
activities (Owen-DeSchryver et al., 2008, p. 16).
Severe Disabilities: “Requiring extensive or pervasive lifelong supports due to
significant intellectual disability, autism spectrum disorder, or multiple physical
disabilities with significant intellectual disability” (Kauffman, Travers, & Badar,
2020, p. 28)
Social Skills: “discrete, learned behaviors that are demonstrated by an individual to
perform a certain task” (Bradley, 2016, p. 274).
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Social Competence: “The skills that enable people to form meaningful, emotionbased relationships and manage social settings” (Bradley, 2016, p. 274).
Neurodiversity (also neurodiverse, neurodivergent): “An understanding that
neurological differences are to be honored and respected just like any other human
variation, including diversity in race, ethnicity, gender identity, religion, sexual
orientation, and so on” (Armstrong, 2017, p. 11).
Scope
Due to the level of supports needed for this population of students, many
students with moderate to severe disabilities receive their education in a separate selfcontained special education school. Students who attend school in a separate
environment do not get opportunities to participate with, or have exposure to, their
neurotypical peers. This project will develop opportunities to address this gap in
practice by discussing the research behind interactions of students with and without
disabilities and developing a program that encourage such interactions.
The target audience in this project are teachers and staff, in both general and
special education settings. The primary goals of this project will be to educate
teachers and staff and to become partners in encouraging interactions with students
with and without disabilities. The success of the project depends on administration
approval and the willingness of teachers and students to participate. Other factors
that may impact the success of the project include preparation of materials, time and
availability, the number of mentors and mentees, and the involvement of trained
personnel.
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There have been limitations to research findings as most of the research
identified the use of peer mentoring in an inclusive setting with students with mild
developmental disabilities as opposed to a separate environment for students with
more extensive deficits. Some adaptations are discussed in summary and provide
guidance for the project’s implementation.
The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the interactions of students as
restrictions have been put into place limiting interactions with students outside of
their homeroom class. At this center-based school, all classroom-to-classroom visits
have ceased until the Covid-19 positive case percentages decrease for the county.
Taken from the center-based school’s Michigan Safe Start Preparedness Plan for the
start of the 2021-2022 school year, “Students will remain with their classroom
cohorts, traveling with their classrooms to common areas including gym and sensory
room” (Allegan Area Education Service Agency, personal communication, June
2021). Cardona and Harris-Aikens (2021) also suggest staying with cohorts, or same
group throughout the day, to minimize close contacts and spread of infectious
diseases. At the time of this project, following Governor Whitmer’s guidance, “offsite field trips that require bus transportation to an indoor location are suspended”
until further notice (Whitmer, 2020, p. 6).
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Chapter 2
Introduction
This project focuses on the use of peer mentoring to address social deficits in
students with moderate to severe developmental disabilities in separate school
environments. Students in separate schools have minimal contact with neurotypical
peers possibly due to the need for high levels of supports and increased deficits in
social contexts which are necessary for integration in mainstream schools (Smith,
Prendeville, & Kinsella, 2018). Hu et al. (2021) suggest social skill interventions are
most effective when implemented in the natural setting within the context of typical
routines and activities. Grenier and Miller (2015) add to this assumption by stating
the use of natural supports “promote positive interactions and gains in academic and
social learning” (p. 24) for students with and without disabilities.
Limited involvement of adolescents with severe disabilities in general
education courses and extracurricular activities may reflect a perception that many
students with severe disabilities lack the social and behavioral skills needed to
participate in inclusive activities with their peers; however, Lyons et al. (2016)
suggest that “students viewed as requiring more intensive support ultimately receive
fewer opportunities to practice social-related skills among peers because of restricted
opportunities” (p. 341).
This chapter addresses supporting theories, development, and benefits related
to the implementation of a peer mentoring program for students with moderate to
severe developmental disabilities. “Prolonged close proximity of adult support
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personnel adversely affect interactions between students with and without disabilities
while at the same time increase social isolation and loss of independence for students
with disabilities” (Klavina & Rodionova, 2015, p. 12). The theories that will be
explored in more detail discuss benefits for working in mixed groups, which is
represented by the interactions between students with and without disabilities, and
self-determination theory, which explore the intrinsic motivation and the use of
personal experiences and preferences when interacting with others. Theories and
research around social interaction between individuals have made a profound impact
on students of any age and reasons will be discussed in the following sections.
Theory/Rational
Intergroup Contact Theory
This theory, first hypothesized by Gordan Allport in 1954, was developed to
reduce prejudice between similar groups of people. It was first developed to reduce
prejudice between racial and ethnic groups, but hence projected to include groups
divided by sexuality, age, religion, and disabilities (Pettigrew et al., 2011).
In order for prejudice between groups to decrease, positive effects of
intergroup contact can more successfully occur if the following conditions are met:
(a) equal group status, (b) common goals, (c) intergroup cooperation, and (d) the
support of authorities, law, or custom (Pettigrew, 1998). All four of these conditions
are not essential for reducing prejudice, but their presence leads to more positive
results (Lytle, 2018).
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Equal status refers to the members’ perceived status within the situation
(Pettigrew, 1998). This is observed in peer mentoring when both individuals are
treated fairly and respectfully regardless of background, education, or ability. Having
common goals suggest an equally active, goal-oriented effort of both members to
reach a mutual goal (Pettigrew, 1998). This can be seen when peer mentor groups
complete a project, game, or activity together. In obtaining peer group goals, both
members are to show intergroup cooperation, without intergroup competition, to
reach an established goal (Pettigrew, 1998). Both members are to actively participate
or contribute to the completion of the activity or task. The final condition, support of
authorities, laws, or custom, suggest guidance to establish norms within the group
(Pettigrew, 1998). This support can be observed with weekly check-ins, coordinator
availability and/or supervision of teaching staff/supervisors during mentoring
sessions.
It is suggested throughout research by Pettigrew et al. (2011) that intergroup
contacts can lead to more positive attitudes and improve stereotypes toward diverse
individuals outside the group. As discussed throughout the research surrounding peer
mentoring, prior attitudes and experiences influence whether people seek or avoid
intergroup contact (Pettigrew, 1998; Malone, Fodor, & Hollingshead, 2019).
A big takeaway from this theory suggests that group members who volunteer
to participate in intergroups have a lower level of prejudice as opposed to those who
are assigned to intergroups. “When the contact involves voluntary contact, the effects
of negative contact are far smaller than when the contact involves involuntary
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contact” (Pettigrew et al., 2011, p. 277). With this information in mind when
establishing peer mentoring groups, it would be appropriate to ask for volunteers or
ask nominated individuals of their willingness to participate.
Self-determination Theory
According to Ryan and Deci (2000), “Self-determination theory is an
approach to human motivation and personality that uses traditional empirical methods
while employing an organismic metatheory that highlights the importance of humans’
evolved inner resources for personality development and behavioral self-regulation”
(p. 68). The theory uses differentiated levels of need in the areas of competence,
relatedness, and autonomy as essential for individual development, performance, and
well-being. Competence could be increased in the form of disability awareness
training tasks prior to the beginning of the programs. Relatedness would be impacted
through pairing mentors with mentees who have similar interests or providing
opportunities for the pairs to explore similar interest areas once teams are established.
Autonomy can be utilized for both individuals in choosing mentoring activities and/or
discussion topics. As discussed by Cook and Artino Jr. (2016), individuals tend to
work for activities that one finds enjoyable or intrinsically motivating. As an
individual ages, their motivations begin to include influences that are extrinsically
motivating such as career goals or societal values.
Self-determination theory defines the role of the peer mentors throughout this
project. Mentors will participate in natural social situations with students with
disabilities as opposed to providing specific social skills instruction. The peers and
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their mentors use their own personal interests, abilities, and behaviors as intrinsic
motivators in a positive social environment to influence both participants to interact
or learn something new. Ryan and Deci (2006) explore self-determination theory as it
is influenced by autonomy “and how it can be either diminished or facilitated by
specific biological and social conditions” (p. 1562).
Programs based on self-determination theory use natural settings, connected
motivation and expectations, and mutually positive relationships to support building
confidence, motivation and attitudes of both mentor and mentee (Fisher et al., 2020).
They are designed not to give explicit curriculums but encourage participants to join
in social interactions that naturally support their mentees (Athamanah et al, 2020).
Additionally, peer mentorships based on a more naturalistic approach to learning
social skills can improve the generalization of social skills across settings (Smith,
Prendeville, & Kinsella, 2018).
Research/Evaluation
Peer Mentoring Program
Basic Overview
Peer mentoring is an evidence-based practice involving one or more peers
without disabilities providing academic and social support to a student with
disabilities (Smith, Prendeville, & Kinsella, 2018; Laghi et al., 2018). These
partnerships allow students with disabilities to collaboratively learn skills with the
intention of using them independently in the future and to adapt to their social
environment. (Smith, Prendeville, & Kinsella, 2018) According to Smith, Prendeville,
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and Kinsella (2018), “the structure of a peer program is of critical importance to its
successful implementation” (p. 930).
Seven key components of a peer mentoring program consist of the following:
“(a) development of a core team of support, (b) recruitment of peer mentors and
mentees, (c) disability awareness and etiquette training, (d) peer mentor-mentee
matching, (e) weekly meet-ups, (f) monthly social events, and (g) ongoing supports”
(Athamanah et al., 2020, p. 275). These topics are addressed in more detail
throughout the following research.
Participants
Program Support Coordinators. Program coordinators, comprised of
classroom teachers and other school staff, help support the mentor and mentee
throughout the duration of the program. Throughout the research, program
coordinators are utilized to provide initial and ongoing support (such as modeling
interactions, providing interventions, and answering questions) for mentors as the
program transitions from adult-mediated to peer-mediated (Thomson et al., 2018;
Athamanah et al., 2020). Some objectives for meeting with program coordinators, as
discussed by Bradley (2016) included “providing a safe space to discuss and problemsolve issues that were important to the students” (p. 278) and “to develop the
students’ confidence and ability to act as a source of support for their peers” (p. 279).
During peer play activities for school-aged students discussed by Hu et al.
(2021), adult instruction was provided only if a child attempted to leave the play area
of the classroom, in which case the researcher redirected him or her back to the play
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area. In this study, no adult prompts or reinforcement of any social behaviors were
provided to children. Support coordinators are the backbone to successful peer to peer
interactions (Bradley, 2016).
In addition to volunteering on their own, mentors for the programs may also
be nominated, or elected, to participate in the program by their teachers or program
coordinators. When considering someone as a peer mentor, program coordinators
look for individuals with specific qualities that would help promote success with the
program, which are further discussed in the following section.
Mentors. Individuals who choose to participate in mentor programs or would
be considered good candidates by others, often display a variety of personal qualities
or skills that would impact the successfulness of the program. Carter and colleagues’
(2001) research results suggest increased prior contact and greater social willingness
differentiate between those who do or do not enroll in mentor programs. They suggest
that knowledge about disabilities and positive feelings for students with disabilities
are not substantial factors for or against enrolling. However, Laghi et al. (2018)
counter that students who are educated with core characteristics of disabilities have a
positive influence on social behaviors of students with disabilities by applying this
background knowledge when working together. This aligns with the theory of
intergroup contact and the increased willingness of participating in mixed groups
(Lytle, 2018). According to Carter et al. (2019), in the postsecondary level, 94% of
peer mentors have reported having at least one disability-related experience in the
past. Additionally, “Students who have had limited previous contact [with peers with
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disabilities] may be less willing to volunteer to participate” in peer mentoring
programs (Carter et al., 2001, p. 230). It is suggested that individuals who were more
socially influential were often selected more frequently to become peer mentors;
however, according to Laghi et al. (2018), popularity is not linked to one’s
willingness to volunteer as a mentor. As stated previously, mentors who volunteer for
such a program become more successful. In research conducted by Laghi and
colleagues (2018), students who expressed intentions to volunteer as a peer mentor
showed more empathy and more positive attitudes towards their mentees.
In a typical peer mentoring session, program objectives for peer mentors
include providing classroom support, modeling classroom expectations and rules of
the classroom, and providing assistance to students with disabilities (Carter et al.,
2013). More specifically, other activities or tasks that mentors participate in with their
mentees include participating together in sporting events, assisting in daily living
skills, playing games and other extra-curricular activities, and completing academic
tasks.
The demographics of a person who is nominated as, or elected to be, a mentor
varies throughout the research. According to Laghi et al. (2018), mentors who had a
positive intention to volunteer showed no significant gender differences from those
who did not. This data is strikingly different than research by Carter et al. (2019),
who had substantially more female than male mentors (62% vs. 38%). Whether a
mentor is a male or female is inconsequential; however, Carter et al. (2019) suggests
“when friendship formation is one goal of peer mentoring, ensuring students can meet
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peers of the same sex may more closely mirror friend patterns of other students” (p.
175). With these characteristics in mind, students who volunteer or accept
nominations are more likely to participate and become successful peer mentors
regardless of their popularity or demographics.
Mentees. “Peer mentoring involves either formal or informal supportive
relationships between two individuals that are aimed to improve social interactions in
academic or community environments” (Athamanah et al., 2020, p.272). Peer
mentoring programs have often been put in place to encourage social interactions for
students with a variety of disabilities, including those with intellectual and
developmental disabilities. Students with disabilities can become mentees by being
assigned one or more mentors to assist them throughout their school day, college
experience, or career.
As stated previously, students with deficits in social areas are less likely to
initiate social situations when merely placed in inclusive environments. As a result of
placement in a general education setting at increasing rates, there is a need for social
peer supports (Watkins et al., 2015). Peer programs for students with disabilities
provide supports for inclusion, opportunities to generalize skills, and the ability to
form relationships with peers (Malone, Fodor, & Hollingshead, 2019). Peer programs
for undergraduate college students were motivated by opportunities to best support
the access to all aspects of campus life for students with disabilities. Carter et al.
(2019) provided examples in areas of employment experiences, social activities,
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residential life, and campus involvement. Students with disabilities can benefit in
these areas, and more, with the help of mentor support.
Mentorship Enrollment
Throughout the research, criteria for becoming a peer mentor varied
throughout the research. The peer program recognized in Carter et al. (2001) had only
two requirements to their voluntary program: “(a) be in 10th-12th grade, and (b) have
sufficient flexibility in their programs of study to accommodate the program” (p.
231). These students can register, most likely as an elective, for one or more
semesters.
Peers with typical language and social skills, prior interest in interacting with
the participants, regular attendance, and high levels of compliance are perhaps more
likely to successfully implement the intervention and increase the likelihood that
skills generalize and maintain post-intervention than those peers who do not meet
these criteria (Watkins et al., 2015). This is evident in the programs discussed by
Owen-DeSchryver et al. (2008) and even more so in Hu et al. (2021) who discussed
more in-depth criteria when nominating students as peer mentors. Owen-DeSchryver
and researchers (2008) suggested mentors be chosen by teachers using the following
criteria: “(a) willingness to participate; (b) satisfactory attendance; (c) overall
compliance with instruction; and (d) ability to make up missed work” (p. 18). To be a
nominated peer mentor as discussed in Hu et al. (2021), the student needed to meet
more intensive requirements which included the following:
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(a) demonstrate typical verbal communication skills, (b) demonstrate
appropriate social skills, (c) have regular school attendance, (d) be in the same
classroom as the child with AS(e) be willing to serve as a peer and play with
the participant with the preferred activity materials and (f) show an interest in
interacting with the child with ASD. (p. 3)
Criteria for participating in a peer mentor program depends largely on the
program goals. If the objective is for students with and without disabilities to
participate in social situations together at recess, the criteria may be more flexible
than finding a peer mentor for a high school English class. Consistently throughout
these criteria discussed, the willingness of the peer mentor to participate in the
program is key for any peer mentoring program. To become successful, peer
mentoring programs should set appropriate enrollment requirements to fit their
specific goals and objectives.
As discussed previously, students may also have the choice to volunteer to
become peers for the program. Throughout the research, there have been a variety of
ways that peer programs can be advertised to students. Posters, flyers, school
assemblies, guest speakers, guidance counselors, school announcements, former peer
buddy testimonials, and course listings are a few of the ways peer mentoring
programs recruit participants at the high school level (Carter et al, 2001). At the
undergraduate level, a peer mentor program mentioned throughout Athamanah et al.
(2020) advertised through departments’ listservs, classes, and newsletters on
campuses and other community locations.
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Program Flexibility
When developing an ideal peer mentorship program, other suggested
components such as program length, environment type, and school credit varied
throughout the research. Kramer (2017) suggests programs should be long enough to
establish routines, intergroup norms, and friendships. Carter et al. (2001)
acknowledged that peers’ attitudes towards individuals with severe disabilities
improved more significantly during a semester-long project than attitudes of those
who participated in a 2-day Special Olympics experience (which resulted in no
change). Most programs throughout the research are designed to last at least one
marking period or more. Mentors may have opportunities to be continuously enrolled
for more than one term, which provides opportunities for them to promote program
enrollment to their peers and become role models for new mentors.
Mentorship environments can vary depending on the purpose of the program.
Typically developing students use unstructured times such as recess, breaks, and
lunchtimes to form or strengthen friendships, but these situations may be challenging
for students with disabilities who prefer predictable environments (Laghi et al, 2018).
According to Hu and colleagues (2021), social skills interventions such as peer
mentoring are “most effective when implemented in the natural setting within the
context of typical routines and activities” (p. 1). This natural form of reinforcement
for modeling appropriate behaviors allows mentees to learn new skills in socialization
in natural ways that encourage generalization across settings (Carter et al., 2016).
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Research explored mentorship opportunities in many structured (classroom),
unstructured (i.e., cafeteria, hallways), and community (i.e., park, library) settings.
School-age mentors may be given a grade based on their experience with their
mentees. Factors such as attendance, teacher or supervisor observations, weekly
journals, and projects are some of the items that may contribute to a final grade at the
end of the program. For a less structured program, Lombardi et al. (2020)
recommended completing and sharing contact log summaries of visits with program
coordinators.
Mentor Training
Training is critical for preparing mentors for interacting with students with
disabilities, and Kramer and colleagues (2017) also suggest peer mentor training
increases mentor effectiveness. Owen-DeSchryver et al. (2008) suggested three
phases of training for mentors: (1) awareness, (2) general discussions and preferences
of classmates with disabilities, and (3) guided discussion questions seeking concrete
information and strategies. Training sessions may include “program expectations,
disability awareness, communication strategies, suggestions for social interaction
activities, and strategies for dealing with inappropriate behavior” (Carter et al., 2001,
p. 231). A few examples of communication strategies include providing visuals,
adding wait time, and breaking big tasks down to smaller parts. In addition,
conversations about confidentiality and safety should be included (Klavina &
Rodionova, 2015), as well as in-depth “role-playing interactions and structured
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prompts regarding how to engage in interesting and relevant conversations (Kramer et
al., 2017).
For children with ASD who exhibit high levels of inappropriate or challenging
behavior in the context of interactive play activities, additional strategies may be
needed to directly address the reduction of inappropriate behaviors. “This seems
especially needed within an inclusive classroom context as challenging behavior of
children with ASD has been shown to be one of the biggest barriers to successful
inclusion” (Hu et al., 2021, p. 15). Some examples of behavior strategies include
providing predictability, using positive reinforcement, and modeling appropriate
behavior. Martella et al. (1995) also add “it is inappropriate to allow peer tutors to use
restrictive behavioral procedures” with their mentees and trained staff should
intervene (p 172).
Training sessions varied greatly throughout research, ranging from one threehour session to three twenty-minute sessions, depending on content and need.
Although training sessions vary in length and time, it is important to be appropriately
trained by the program coordinators to meet the individual needs of the mentees.
Social Suggestions
Social Situations. Appropriate and purposeful social experiences and
interactions are necessary for a successful peer mentor program. Bradley (2016),
similarly to the author for the purpose of this project, suggest that peer mentoring
programs should be based on social situations or ‘social competence’ as opposed to
teaching specific ‘social skills’ lessons:
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Social competence enables pupils with autism to become more effective at
maintaining interactions and potentially developing friendships through
learned communicative skills. This is in contrast to many programs for
individuals on the autism spectrum that have tended to focus on improving
social skills rather than social competence and can lead to a lack of
generalization of skills across different social contexts and settings. (p. 274)
Mentors provide “concrete visuals” for students to increase opportunities to
participate in appropriate social situations (Pucket, Mathur, & Zamora, 2017).
To promote social situations, Athamanah et al. (2020) suggest monthly social
events. This could be in the form of a pizza party, craft activity, or a cooperative
sport. These activities promote socialization throughout the intergroups and
encourage opportunities for mentee students with disabilities to feel comfortable in
new social situations. For an increased social experience, these events can host
multiple peer mentoring pairs together.
Interaction Strategies. A few strategies suggested by Owen-Deschryver
(2008) include specific goal-related tasks such as making requests and comments,
engaging in turn-taking activities, and following simple instructions. To make these
interactions more motivating for students with poor social skills, it is recommended
across the literature to use interest areas to increase students’ motivation to participate
(Smith, Prendeville, & Kinsella, 2018; Carter et al., 2019). When provided with
guided questions and strategies to respond to specific cues during mentor training
sessions, research suggests both peer and mentee will have an increased rate of
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responses that will naturally encourage reciprocal conversations (Owen-DeSchryver
et al., 2008).
Some students with moderate to severe disabilities who choose to participate
in a mentor program may have limited verbal communication capabilities and
interactions may be challenging between them and their neurotypical peers. Grenier
and Miller (2015) suggest to first understand the communication skills of the mentee
and then develop a “communicative library” for mentors to use when pairing meaning
to key behaviors. For example, if the student is swaying back and forth, it means they
are interested and engaged in the activity. Interactions such as joint attention,
greetings, and requests are great suggestions for working with students with severe
disabilities. These interaction suggestions may contribute to the overall success of
program.
Alternative Approaches
Kramer and colleagues (2018) performed research around “E-mentoring” or
electronic mentoring. The principles of the program are similar to a traditional peer
program aside from the use of social media (phone or video calls) to connect peers
with their mentees. This would be a great alternative to consider when in-person
contact in unavailable due to access to transportation or illness-related events such as
Covid-19. This approach will be considered by the author as community transmission
rates are in the high level and protocols continue to be put in place restricting inperson interactions at the time this project is being developed (CDC Covid Data
Tracker, 2021).
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Benefits and Lifelong Learning
Bradley (2016) boasts that 90% of mentors had felt positively about their
experience as being a mentor. Benefits in areas of relationships, skills learned,
structure change, inclusion, community, and growth are all associated with the results
of positive peer mentorship and interactions between students with disabilities and
their neurotypical peers.
Relationships
According to Carter et al. (2001), both mentor and mentees experience new
friendships, but mentees also experience higher social contacts and social acceptance
because of peer mentorship. In the secondary level, Bradley’s (2016) results showed a
dramatic decrease in levels of perceived bullying from students with disabilities who
participated in peer mentor programs. Bradley (2016) reported during student
interviews, following the program, students with disabilities had recorded less
episodes of bullying and now get help by seeking their peers for a source of support.
Bradley (2016) also reveals positive “changes in both the quantity and quality of
friendships were seen over the period of the peer mentoring program” (p. 280).
Not only the way peer mentors approach and addresses conversations, but the
quality of conversations is also noted in research by Jones et al. (2020). They suggest
that valuable conversations take place between their college-level sample and
acknowledge situations where mentors and mentees bond over common interests and
difficult social situations such as difficult life experiences. It is suggested by
Schwartz et al. (2020) to match mentors and their mentees be based on similar
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interests and experiences. This encourages bonding and increased relationships.
Similarly, Dubois et al. (2011) suggest the “perceptions of similarity tend to foster
higher-quality and longer-term relationships between mentors and youth” (p. 77).
Skills
Most peer mentoring programs for students with disabilities focus on
increasing the frequency and duration with which children with disabilities and their
peers engage in social interactions together (Martinez et al., 2021). Additionally,
McDaniel and Besnoy’s (2019) results suggest improvements in attendance,
classwork, homework, and behavior. Pucket, Mathur, and Zamora (2017) added that
mentees were able to progress in their own awareness of their behaviors and show an
increased desire to change.
Furthermore, research suggests both mentor and mentee acquire new abilities
and skills from participating in peer mentoring programs. The peer mentoring
experience has long lasting effects on mentors as they develop stronger resilience,
team-based skills (Seery et al., 2021), advocacy skills, better school attendance, and
improvements in overall grades (Carter et al., 2016). Arguably, research suggests
mixed results of whether peer mentoring has an influence on academic achievement.
There is strong correlation between peer mentoring and decreased levels of anxiety,
which Lombardi et al. (2020) suggest has an impact on grades.
Structure Change
For students with severe disabilities who have challenging behaviors, as
acknowledge in work by Martella et al. (1995), peer mentors can replace classroom
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staff and become trained to use error correction and reinforcement strategies in the
classroom. This change from authority figures to role models decreases inappropriate
behaviors and increases compliance in the subject’s academic and social tasks.
Classroom paraprofessionals are great for managing classroom behaviors in
the classroom for students with disabilities as they are additional staff needed to
support classroom expectations and student learning; however, Malone, Fodor, and
Hollingshead (2019) suggest paraprofessionals “unintentionally limit student-tostudent interactions, stigmatize students, and lengthen reliance on adults” (para. 5). It
should be noted that research was identified suggesting that instructional strategies
are moving from adult-directed to peer-based instruction.
Inclusion
Students with disabilities experience more opportunities of inclusion with
their peers as a result of participating in these programs. Students with ASD “show
difficulty in sustaining normal back-and-forth conversation” (Laghi et al., 2018, p.
518). However, students with ASD vary greatly in their social competence ability. As
further expressed by Laghi et al. (2018), students with ASD who require lower levels
of supports engage in more advanced social behaviors with their neurotypical peers
than they would with another student with ASD with similar or increased levels of
supports. In a self-contained environment, students with disabilities use peers with
similar deficits as peer models and as confirmed by Laghi et al. (2018), same-group
peer groups do not show as many improvements in social situations as compared to
mixed groups.
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Sense of Community
Research findings from Owen-DeSchryver et al. (2008) showed increased
social interactions from untrained peers in unstructured settings such as lunchtime or
recess, when mentors were engaged with their mentees. They credit this to
reinforcement from the trained peer mentors or the increased engagement of the
student with disabilities (i.e., eye contact, laughter, conversations). Smith,
Prendeville, and Kinsella (2018) also acknowledged increased interactions of mentees
to peers outside of the program during class transitions and extracurricular activities.
Cross-age peer mentoring programs, like the one discussed in research by
McDaniel and Besnoy (2019) provide opportunities for students from local high
schools and elementary schools to participate together, considering it to become a
community-based program when the schools are in different locations. These
programs are run similarly to a peer-to-peer programs aside from the obvious
differences in age. Athamanah and colleagues (2020) suggest when individuals with
disabilities participate in social events in the community, it offers exposure for peers
to acknowledge competence and positive social interactions. This, in turn, promotes
positive perceptions and more willingness for peer interaction.
It is suggested that students who volunteer to become peer mentors at the
postsecondary level are more likely motivated to serving their community (88.2% of
volunteers) (Carter et al., 2019). As adults, individuals with disabilities often
experience barriers that negatively impact their participation in social situations. As
Athamanah and colleagues (2020) address, this population often experience loss of
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structured social supports that were provided during their school experiences and
their social experiences are now dependent on community participation.
“Feelings of integration and connection are linked to the sense of community
built by peer mentoring and to the supportive social network which it creates” (Seery
et al., 2021, para. 4). Carter et al. (2019) confirmed through mentor questionnaires
that mentors generally have high expectations for their fellow college students with
disabilities to participate in campus life activities.
Personal Growth
According to Carter et al. (2001), both mentors and mentees experience
personal growth in areas of self-esteem, cultural awareness, and leadership skills from
participating in peer mentor programs. This is also observed in research by Jones et
al. (2020) that addressed situations where mentors “expressed amazement as they
learned of the abilities of their mentoring partners, confronting their own personal
biases about ability” (p. 11).
After mentors graduate to careers, they take their knowledge of disabilities and apply
it professionally, empowering individuals with disabilities using a strength-based
approach (Jones et al., 2020). As these populations get older, there is still a need for
mentorships at the postsecondary level. Here, mentors have become more intrinsically
motivated to volunteer as they agree with personal values (93.6% of volunteers),
suggest the experience would be fun (91.2%), and others (22%) added more personal
opinions (personally rewarding, sense of vocation, or personal connection) (Carter et
al., 2019). Being intrinsically motivated to contribute to the “greater good” or
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volunteer because “you want to” is a perfect example of self-determination theory at
work when external pressures (college credit, peer pressure, resumé) are present.
Jones et al. (2020) continue to suggest that peer mentoring provided students
opportunities for professional growth and confirmed many of the mentors’ choices to
advance with career paths in special education and healthcare services. Similarly to
their mentors, mentees also expressed increases in their self-esteem (as documented
by Bradley, 2016) as a result of participating in a peer mentoring program. The areas
that were positively impacted include their views of themselves regarding their
academic, social, and athletic abilities; appearance; behavior; and global perspective.
As stated, mentors and mentees have shown significant growth from their
involvement in peer mentoring programs.
Summary
Reported positive experiences and outcomes increase the likelihood for
interventions to continue (Watkins et al., 2015). With the help of program support
coordinators and the theories surrounding intergroup contact (Lytle, 2018; Pettigrew,
1998; Pettigrew et al., 2011) and self-determination (Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2006),
neurotypical peers can be motivated and trained appropriately (Kramer et al., 2017)
throughout school years and beyond to participate in activities and social situations
with their peers with disabilities.
The first steps to a successful peer mentoring program include nominating or
encouraging enrollment of students and young adults that fit qualifications set by the
coordinators and program staff (Hu et al., 2021; Owen-DeSchryver et al., 2008).
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Next, the mentors will be enlisted in a program with mentees that are similar in age
and interests (Schwartz et al, 2020). Prior to the start of the program, the mentors will
be trained using strategies that promote and support appropriate social interactions
and communication skills between them and their mentees (Kramer et al., 2017;
Owen-DeSchryver et al., 2008). In doing so, we can hope to see an increased
initiation and/or response from individuals with developmental disabilities. In the
findings by Laghi et al. (2018), students with ASD performed with the lowest degree
of social interaction when their peer mentor also had a developmental disability (nonmixed-sample group) as opposed to a peer mentor without a disability (mixed-sample
group). Similarly, Owen-Deschryver and colleagues (2008) recorded more social
interaction in students with disabilities at recess when neurotypical peers were
present.
There are several benefits to a successful peer mentoring program including
new relationships (Carter et al., 2001), new skills acquired (Carter et al., 2016;
McDaniel & Besnoy, 2019; Seery et al., 2021), changes in structure from adultmediated to peer-assisted (Malone, Fodor, & Hollingshead, 2019; Martella et al.,
1995), increased inclusion with neurotypical peers (Laghi et al., 2018), a greater sense
of community and belonging (Athamanah et al., 2020; Carter et al., 2019; OwenDeSchryver et al., 2008; Seery et al., 2021), and increased personal growth (Jones et
al., 2020; Bradley, 2016). As peers and mentees with disabilities age and move across
educational settings, the participation in these programs becomes increasingly
internally motivated (i.e., focusing on values and personal growth) (Carter et al.,
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2019). Student mentors are more likely to go into fields of teaching, health sciences,
and human services as career choices (Malone, Fodor, & Hollingshead, 2019).
Testimonies from personal interviews, focus groups, written reflections, and
weekly check-ins found from Athamanah and colleague’s (2020) research suggest
positive experiences both mentors and mentees witness firsthand as participants in
peer mentoring groups. Overall reviews of the literature suggest, with the help of a
well-established program, a peer mentor program can be successful as acknowledged
by the many areas of benefit explored above.
Conclusion
“Willingness”, “positive”, “diversity”, and “friendship” are words identified
throughout literature exploring the relationships between individuals with disabilities
and their peers in mentorship relationships. In the self-contained school setting,
students with ASD and other developmental disabilities are segregated from their
neurotypical peers with deficits in social interaction who are expected to transition
into the community as adults. They learn from adult staff, possibly more than twice
their age, how to participate in social conversations with others.
While placed in these segregated environments, neurotypical peers have little
exposure to students with moderate to severe deficits in social situations which may
lead to avoidance, rejection, discrimination, or even humiliation. These negative
characteristics may even follow them into adulthood. As Athamanah et al. (2020)
suggests, participation in social events in the community offer exposure for peers to
recognize competence and similar interest areas, while decreasing prejudice and bias.
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Chapter Three: Project Description
Introduction
With several effective peer programs throughout the county, there has yet to
be a successful peer program for students with moderate to severe disabilities such as
those at a countywide center-based school. The author has yet to see a sustainable
program where students at the center-based school spend any amount of time with
their same-aged neurotypical peers. As stated previously, Smith, Prendeville, and
Kinsella (2018) suggest the structure of the program is critical for its success. After
reviewing the research, several suggestions have been identified for establishing a
long-lasting peer mentor program.
After discussing and educating school staff of the intentions for developing a
peer program (between students at the center-based school and typically developing
peers at local schools), the author will seek school members to collaboratively form a
peer mentoring group of support coordinators. The author will play the role of lead
coordinator by leading research-supported discussions as the team develops the
program to fit individual and classroom needs.
Project Components
The author’s first objective of the project is to provide information to
administration, school staff, and parents about the benefits of mixed-group
interactions between students with moderate to severe disabilities and their
neurotypical peers. Proposing that this interaction could take place through the
development of a peer mentoring program between the center-based school and local
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schools in the areas and doing so through information outlets (brochure and
PowerPoint presentation) would satisfy the second objective.
In more detail, school administrators are the first contact in the consideration
of the peer program. The author will provide the school principal with the
Administration Letter of Intent (Appendix A) and discuss the Hillside’s Helping
Hands PowerPoint Presentation (Appendix B) intended for the school staff, which
includes information discussing the goals of the program and explores the
implementation, benefits, and recruitment for a peer mentor program for students
with moderate to severe disabilities across all grade bands.
With the approval to proceed, Helping Hands Poster for Teachers (Appendix
C) and the Helping Hands Brochure (Appendix D) will be posted and available in
teacher common areas (i.e., copy room and staff lounge), advertising the professional
development opportunity given as a virtual PowerPoint presentation, Helping Hands
PowerPoint Presentation (Appendix B).
The virtual professional development presentation will discuss benefits of
mixed-group interactions between students at the center-based school and their
neurotypical peers throughout the district. It will also propose the formation of a peer
mentoring program between the educational settings for students with moderate to
severe disabilities and their neurotypical peers. The professional development can be
given to all interested staff throughout the area at once or several schools at a time,
depending on scheduling and number of schools interested in participating. The
author may want to consider, first, providing the professional development to the staff
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at the center-based school to get an idea of how many classrooms will be interested in
nominating mentees.
An example of a Helping Hands Program Guide (Appendix E) is also
included. This document includes all components necessary for an effective program:
the program’s purpose (Appendix F) and benefits (Appendix G); specific program
outlines for elementary, secondary, and postsecondary groups (Appendix H); roles
and responsibilities for mentors, mentees, teachers, and coordinators (Appendix I);
permission slip (Appendix J) for the mentors and mentees granting permission to
participate in the program; pre-program mentor and mentee questionnaires (Appendix
K); an “About Me” introduction page (Appendix L); activity ideas (Appendix M);
mentor contact log/journal (Appendix N) which provides accountability for sessions;
post-program mentor and mentee questionnaires (Appendix O); program evaluation
form (Appendix P); and a page that includes links to collaborative resources
(Appendix Q).
The pre-program questionnaires (Appendix K) provide an idea of how
mentors learned about the program and identifies the motivations and intentions of
participating in the program. Throughout the research discussed in Chapter 2, it is
important that participants show willingness to participate, as it improves the
program’s success.
The “About Me” Introduction Page (Appendix L) gives background of the
participants, including interests and basic information. This will make it easier for
teachers and coordinators to pair mentees and mentors based on similar interests,
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similarly to what Ryan and Deci (2000) described previously about relatedness as part
of the self-determination theory.
During the presentation, teachers and staff will be invited to view and
contribute to the Resource Drive (Appendix Q) to enhance mutual learning and
growth between staff members throughout the county who are participating in the
peer mentoring program. Items such as electronic program documents, new ideas,
links to blogs and research, and photos/videos are some suggestions for what would
be included in the folder.
Project Evaluation
Following the information session, a link to a survey will be provided to all
staff attending the professional development. The final objective in the project is to
identify essential staff that may be interested in participating as coordinators in the
peer mentor program. This survey, Helping Hands Presentation Evaluation and
Participation Survey (Appendix R), will evaluate the presentation, collect data on
staff opinions for the proposal or refusal of the program, and recruit staff members to
join the collaborative team. As discussed throughout the research, and in the related
theories of intergroup contact discussed by Pettigrew (1998), staff participation in a
peer mentorship is a critical part of the program as it establishes group norms and
provides supervision and support during mentoring interactions.
Using this information, the author will bring the data to administration to
discuss moving forward or rejecting the program for students at the center-based
school. These results are evidence of the success of the project, as the author had
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provided enough information to convince school staff that interactions between
students at the center-based school and their neurotypical peers throughout the district
are essential for student growth.
At the end of the program’s semester/trimester/year, the participating mentors
and mentees will complete the Post-Program Mentor and Mentee Questionnaires
(Appendix O). The questionnaires ask the mentor and mentee to rate their overall
experience, whether a friendship was made, and whether the mentor and mentee feel
like continuing to participate in the program again. The program’s success rate,
especially during the first few sessions, is decided by the number of peer pairs at the
beginning of the semester/trimester/year compared to the number of peer pairs at its
completion (peer mentor/mentee retention). As the program coordinator, the author
will use this information and the responses from the pre- and post-program
questionnaires to complete the Coordinator Program Evaluation Form (Appendix P)
to determine the program’s success. This also provides opportunities to compare
previous program sessions and continue to improve the program’s effectiveness each
subsequent session.
Project Conclusion
The project goals were to educate school staff on the benefits of peer
mentoring, address the intent of starting the program, and develop a collaborative
team of general education and special education staff to plan the execution of the peer
mentoring program, Hillside’s Helping Hands. For students with the highest need for
supports, placements in more restrictive settings are necessary for a quality education
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(Kurth, Marningstar, & Kozleski, 2014). Students in a center-based program have
lower opportunities to interact with their neurotypical peers than those in a general
education setting. Research explains that deficits in social interaction and
communication can be positively impacted by the presence of interventions that are
peer facilitated. Peer mentoring is a way that students with and without disabilities
can interact with each other in a naturalistic way. This program can provide
opportunities for students of all ages to interact with their same-age peers, completing
tasks together that are interesting and fun, while encouraging the development of
social skills, new friendships, and personal growth. With the collaboration efforts of
teachers, staff, and students, a well-developed peer program for students with
moderate to severe disabilities and their peers without disabilities can effectively
become executed.
Plan for Implementation
The initial approach to administration can happen at any time. Upon
administrators’ acceptance, the advertising opportunities to teachers and school staff
should be displayed at least a month prior to the professional development
presentation. Following the staff presentation, as survey responses return, it will take
a couple months to record the data and prepare it to be presented to administration.
The author can also use feedback of the presentation to make alterations and
improvements for further use. Once accepted, the author will reach out to those
interested in becoming team members and establish regularly scheduled meetings to
develop the program materials in more detail. In order for the team to thoroughly
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complete the necessary documents for the program, the initial implementation is
suggested to begin during the 2022-2023 school year.
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